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I. THE PASSOVER STORY

TIMELINE ACTIVITY

TEACHING OBJECTIVES:
1) "And you shall tell it to your children…" The first goal of telling the story of Passover is to make the

events "come alive" in the minds of the students. To achieve this, the teacher needs to convey his or

her own sense of personal excitement. "Class, I’m going to take the next ten minutes to tell you the

most incredible story…"

2) "Each person must see himself as if he personally left Egypt." The second goal is to give the students a

sense that what they will experience at home this Passover is a direct extension of what actually took

place in Egypt over 3,000 years ago.

THE VISUAL TIMELINE: The teacher should put a very basic timeline on a board (or on a hand-

out) that lists the first six events below. The seventh is filled in at the end. Each event should have

some kind of a graphic image associated with it so that the students can relate to both words and pic-

tures. The following is the basic timeline. We have included sample narratives to help guide you in

telling the story. Each teacher will need to modify the story for his or her grade level. 

SAMPLE INTRODUCTION TO THE STORY:
"People who know their grandparents are very fortunate. Our grandparents not only give us lots of

love, they can also tell us about our history. They can tell us about what things were like when they

grew up. They can tell us about their parents, and sometimes they can tell us about other countries

because they or their parents may have been born in another country … You see, the more you know

about your parents and your grandparents, and even their parents, the more you know about yourself

… As Jews, we are very fortunate, because we know who our great-great-great grandparents were, going

back all the way to almost 4,000 years ago. Every one of us, and every Jew everywhere, has a family his-

tory that began with the same two people, Avraham and Sarah…" 

1) AVRAHAM AND SARAH 1670 bce

"Avraham and Sarah were the first Jews. God told them that they would have children and grand-

children and that eventually, their family would grow into a people and live in the land of Israel. That

people is us… the Jewish people …"

2) YITZCHAK AND RIVKA 1640 bce

"Avraham and Sarah had two sons, Yitzchak and Yishmael. Yishmael did not want to follow in the

footsteps of his parents but Yitzchak did. Yitzchak married Rivka and they became the second Jewish

family ever. 1
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3) YAACOV AND RACHEL AND LEAH 1560 bce

"Yitzchak and Rivka also had two sons, Yaacov and Esav; and again, only one, Yaacov, followed in

the footsteps of his parents. Yaacov, Rachel, and Leah had twelve sons who became the twelve tribes of

Israel …"

4) YAACOV’S FAMILY MIGRATES TO EGYPT 1496 bce

5) EGYPTIAN SLAVERY BEGINS 1496 bce

"It was almost 200 years from the time of Avraham and Sarah until the time their great-great-great

grandchildren became slaves in Egypt.… Passover is about what happened to the Jews in Egypt; it’s

about a terrible experience of being slaves and an amazing experience of being freed by God from that

slavery…"

6) MOSHE, PLAGUES AND EXODUS 1312 bce

"This is the incredible story of the birth of our people. It all started with one couple, Avraham and

Sarah. It grew to be a large family, and eventually a people. Our people, the Jewish people …"

(If you are working with a board that the entire class is looking at, do not write this date until you have fin-

ished telling the story up to this point. Then say, "I’m now going to write one last date on the board …")

7) YOUR SEDER April 23, 2005

"Now I want to tell you something absolutely amazing about the Passover seder. The very first seder

ever celebrated was all the way back in Egypt, the night before the Jews left. The second seder took

place the next year on that same night, and the next year was the third seder. Every year, year after

year, Jews have celebrated Passover on the very same night, and this year each of us will be doing that

again. This year is year 3,317. That means that it has been 3,317 years since our ancestors left Egypt.

And just imagine, just like they ate matzoh back then, we too will be eating matzoh at our seder …"

II.  STORIES WITH DISCUSSION POINTS

STORY OF MOSHE 
When the Jewish people were slaves in Egypt, they had to work very, very hard.  Their job was to

make bricks for the Egyptians with which they built their buildings.  The bricks were made out of dirt,

water and straw, and every Jew had to make a certain amount of bricks every day. The Egyptian

taskmasters who told the Jews what to do were very mean and cruel.  The Egyptians were also always

happy.  If the Jews made enough bricks, they were happy.  And if the Jews didn’t make enough bricks

they were also happy, because they got to beat the Jews who hadn’t made enough bricks that day.
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Now, there was one Jew who was perfectly safe and who never had to be a slave, because although

he was a Jew he was also an Egyptian prince.  That prince’s name was Moshe. 

THIS IS THE STORY OF MOSHE.

Pharaoh, the king of the Egyptians, ordered his officers to kill Jewish baby boys.  He was afraid that

one of these boys might grow up to save the Jews, so he wanted to protect himself by killing the baby

boys.  When Moshe’s mother, Yocheved, gave birth, she was afraid that her baby would be killed. She

therefore made a special basket for him and left the basket in some tall grass at the edge of the Nile

river.  She prayed that an Egyptian woman would have mercy on her baby. She  sent her daughter,

Miriam, to watch what happened.

Something wonderful happened.  An Egyptian woman named Basya found the baby and decided to

raise him as her own child.  Basya was a very special person, not only because of the mercy she showed

a Jewish baby, but because she was the daughter of Pharaoh himself.  But there was a problem.  Little

baby Moshe wouldn’t eat and Basya was very upset.  Fortunately, Miriam was able to help Basya and

she offered to bring a Jewish woman to nurse the baby.  And guess who that woman was?  It was the

baby’s very own mother, Yocheved.  So Moshe was raised as a prince in the palace of Pharaoh, but

because his nurse was also his real mother, Moshe learned that he was really a Jew.

One day when Moshe was already a young prince, he saw an Egyptian taskmaster cruelly beating a

Jewish slave.  Though he owed his life to the Egyptians who saved him as a baby, Moshe could not

stand by and watch a fellow Jew being beaten.  Moshe therefore killed the taskmaster.  Because of this,

Moshe had to run away from Egypt because if he was caught, he could be put to death for killing an

Egyptian.

Moshe was willing to give up his luxurious life as an Egyptian Prince and risk his life to protect

another Jew.  This is why God chose Moshe to lead the Jewish people out of Egypt.

Discussion points:
1) Why are you glad to be Jewish?

2) If you could meet Moshe, what would you ask him?

3) If Moshe was your friend and he asked you if he should stop the Egyptian who was hitting the

Jew, what would you say?

MENDELOVICH 
Introduction to story  —

Passover is called z’man cheyrutainu, the time of our freedom. Even though the Jewish people were

freed from slavery in Egypt, there have been many times in our history when we were not very free at

all. 2,000 years ago, when the Greeks ruled Israel, it was illegal for teachers to teach Judaism to chil-

dren. 500 years ago in Spain, there was a time when Jews could only live as Jews in secret. During the

Holocaust, Jews were kept in slave labor camps. How could it be that Jews celebrate "freedom" in such

circumstances? Listen to the following story.
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Just 20 years ago, in Russia, it was illegal to go to Hebrew school and you could even be put in jail

for having a seder. It was very, very difficult to be Jewish in Russia in those days. This is a story of a

man who spent many years in jail because he was a criminal. His crime was that he wanted to live in

Israel.

The year was 1978 and the man’s name was Yosef Mendelovich. The setting: a dank cell deep within

the bowels of the Christopol Prison. The date is April 12. On the Jewish calendar it is the 14th of Nisan,

one day before the start of Passover.

Yosef is a prisoner. His crime is that he would like to learn more about his Jewish heritage; he’d like

to learn Hebrew and live a Jewish life; and he would like to emigrate to Israel. In Russia, all of these are

crimes against the state. Yosef is a gaunt human shell and he is about to light a candle. Made of hoard-

ed bits of string, pitiful droplets of oil, and stray slivers of wax, this is a candle fashioned by Yosef’s own

hands.

The candle is lit — the search for chametz begins.

Sometime earlier, Yosef had complained of back problems. The infirmary in this hell provided him

with mustard to serve as a therapeutic plaster. Unused then, this mustard would later reappear as maror

- bitter herbs - at Yosef’s seder table. A long-saved onion bulb in water had produced a humble bit of

greenery. This would be his karpas. And the wine? Raisins were left to soak in an old jelly jar, water was

occasionally added, and fermentation was prayed for. This was wine. The haggadah that Yosef tran-

scribed into a small notebook before being imprisoned, had now been set to memory. The original was

secretly passed on to another dangerous criminal named Anatoly Sharansky. Today, after having served

a long prison term, Anatoly Sharansky lives in Israel and uses his Hebrew name, Natan. Natan

Sharansky is a prominent member of the Israeli government.

Discussion points:
1) If it were illegal in America to get a Jewish education, would you try to attend a secret Hebrew

school?

2) Passover is a celebration of freedom. How could Yosef Mendelovich celebrate freedom when he

was a prisoner in Russia?

3) Do you think Yosef is a hero, or was he foolish? Would it have been smarter for him to forget

about wanting to live in Israel or do anything Jewish so he could live a normal, happy life?

SERGEANT BILL 
Introduction to story —

The Jews in Egypt didn’t become slaves overnight, it was a process. First they were made to feel like

"strangers" (gayrim) and outsiders; then they were asked to prove their loyalty to the country by work-

ing on some government projects; and finally, they were made into slaves.

Fifty years ago there was a giant and terrible war.  This war was called World War II.  WW II was

started by a very bad country called  Germany that had a very evil leader named Adolf Hitler.  The

Germans wanted to do two things.  They wanted to conquer other countries in Europe and they 4
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wanted to kill all the Jews who lived in Europe.  Eventually, Germany was defeated, but by the time the

war was over, they had succeeded in killing almost all the Jews in Europe, including one million Jewish

children.

Sometimes it’s hard to imagine how people can be so cruel to other people.  How could the

Egyptians have been so cruel 3,000 years ago, and how could the German people have been so cruel

just 50 years ago?

This is a true story told by an American soldier who fought against the Germans in WWII.  His

name is Sergeant Bill.

"After the war was over and Germany had been defeated, the American military became like a tem-

porary local government in many German cities.  It was our job to try and get these cities functioning

again.  I had served in the 97th Infantry Division under General Patton and was assigned to work in a

small town near Pilsen."

"One day I was walking near a stream and I saw two German girls playing there."  ‘Where do you

live?’ I asked them.  ‘We used to live in Berlin but now we live here.’  ‘And why did your family move

here?’ I asked.  ‘Because Hitler gave our father the shirt factory here,’ they said.  ‘And where did Hitler

get the factory from?’  ‘The Jews’ they answered. ‘He took it from the Jews and he gave it to my father.’

‘And where is your house?’ I continued to ask.  "That’s our house over there,’ they said pointing to a

beautiful home, ‘Hitler gave us that too.’ 

‘How do you feel about living in a house that was taken away from another family?’ ‘They were just

Jews’ was their innocent reply.’ ‘I know, but how would you feel if someone came and took your things

and gave them away to someone else?’  They looked at me with a funny sort of look and repeated their

answer, ‘They were just Jews.’"

Discussion points:
1) Jews lived comfortably among their Egyptian neighbors for decades before slavery began. According

to tradition, the first step towards slavery was when the Egyptians began to look at the Jews of Egypt

as "strangers". Why do you think that was the first step towards slavery and oppression?

2) What do you think the German girl meant when she said, "They were just Jews."?

3) Is there any group of people who you look at as "just" this or "just" that?

III. POINTS OF FOCUS

SEARCHING FOR CHOMETZ AND DESTROYING CHOMETZ:
Chometz is the generic term for all types of leavened grain products that we may not eat or own on

Passover. Bread, cookies, cereal, and even things like vinegar and beer are chometz. On the night before

Passover there is a special mitzvah called bedikat chometz. This is when we search our homes to make

sure that we don’t have any chometz. Then, the next morning, we take any chometz that we find and

burn it. 5
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Our sages have a saying: "When you have an opportunity to do a mitzvah, don’t let it spoil in your

hand." In other words, watch out for procrastination, because the result is often a golden opportunity

gone sour. The Hebrew word for "spoil" is chometz. Wine that has soured and turned to vinegar is called

chometz. Let’s be honest — most of us have an inclination to procrastinate, and probably all of us have

paid dearly for it. When we burn our chometz before Passover, we are supposed to think about ways to

burn away the urge to procrastinate — at least for a week.

Discussion points:
1) When was the last time you procrastinated and really regretted it?

2) Do you remember getting angry at someone for procrastinating?

3) Is there a particular activity where you "always" find yourself putting it off to the last minute?

What can you do to avoid this in the future?

IV.  A FEW DROPS OF WINE AND A LETTER TO A
“STRANGER”.

TEACHER:
1) Teacher will begin by telling the students about the ten plagues and giving as graphic a descrip-

tion as possible of each one.

2) Tell the students that there will be a point during the seder when the list of plagues will be read

aloud and that there is something special we do then: with the mention of each plague, we dip a

finger in a cup of grape juice and take out a drop. We do this because even though the Egyptians

were our enemies, they suffered a lot during the plagues and we don’t want to feel too happy when

other people are suffering.

Activity:  A Caring Letter Campaign:
Students will write a letter and/or create a picture to send either to a child who has suffered from a

terror attack in Israel, or a child who was hurt by the Tsunami. The letters all begin, "Dear Friend…"

and include the sender’s name, age and school. Sender tells a little about themselves, and expresses

their best wishes to their "friend."

Teachers will put the letters in envelopes marked "victims of terror" or "Tsunami victims" and mail

to the ToTal office where they will be forwarded to children. 

Discussion points:  
1) Have you ever been helped by a stranger?

2) Has anyone you know ever been helped by a stranger?

3) Why shouldn’t we feel bad if our enemies are hurt - isn’t that what they want to do to us?

6
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V. EATING KARPAS: A LESSON IN KINDNESS

Karpas is a piece of vegetable that we dip in salt water and eat. It may be a small piece of food but it

has a lot to teach us.

(Teacher) "Before we learn something about karpas, I want to demonstrate to all of you that I am a

mind-reader. I’m going to ask you to close your eyes for a minute and picture a certain kind of person.

Then, without you saying anything, I’m going to tell you about that person. The person you are going to

think about will be someone who to you is a truly beautiful human being. I don’t mean beautiful as in

good looking; I mean beautiful inside. Ready? Now, everyone close your eyes and without talking, pic-

ture the face of someone who you think of as a truly beautiful person. The kind of person you can look

up to, admire and respect. (Let them sit there for 30 seconds.) Think about what the top two qualities

the person you are picturing possesses, that makes him or her "beautiful". Now open your eyes. Okay,

what I am going to do now is tell you about the person you pictured. I’m going to tell you what the

quality is that you think is so special in that person. It’s that person’s ability to be a giver that allows you

to think of him or her as beautiful. It’s his or her ability to not only think about his or herself but to

think about others. To care about other people. To help other people. To always be there for others. Isn’t

it his or her kindness, compassion, and sincere concern for the well-being of others which is why you

look at him/her as being beautiful?"

To be a giver, is to be beautiful. Now let’s look at karpas, in Hebrew.

In the Hebrew language, every letter is not only a letter but also a number, a word and a concept. As

an example, the letter aleph, the first letter of the alphabet, has the numerical value of one. Aleph is also

a word that means "to champion" or "to lead". The second letter of the alphabet, beit, has the numerical

value of two and also means "house". In the Hebrew language, words are not just a bunch of letters

thrown together. Rather, the letters actually tell you something about what the word means. This makes

Hebrew a very deep and interesting language. 

When we analyze the word karpas and break it down to its four letters, what we discover is an

embedded message that teaches us a basic lesson about how to become better people.

The Hebrew word karpas is constructed of four letters kaf, reish, peh, and samech. These four let-

ters are also four words, and when taken together they steer our mind’s eye towards an essential aspect

of giving.

K ‡ KAF = PALM OF HAND.

R ‡ REISH = ONE WHO IS IMPOVERISHED.

P ‡ PEH = MOUTH.

S ‡ SAMECH TO SUPPORT.

The word kaf, the first letter in karpas, means "palm of the hand". The palm is exposed when the

hand is open - in a giving mode. The word reish means "a poor person". When taken together,

these first two letter-words represent a hand that is opened to someone in need. Thus we have 7
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the classic image of giving, one who has more, lending assistance to one who has less. But what if you

are a person of limited means? What if you simply have little to give? The second half of the word

karpas reminds us that there are many roads to becoming a giver. The letter peh means "mouth," while

the final letter, samech means "to support". True, you may not be capable of giving in the material

sense, but you can always give with your words - words of kindness and concern, words of empathy

and understanding, words that can provide a means of support when nothing else will do.

VI.  "HA LACHMA ANYA … KOL DICHFIN…" ALL WHO
ARE HUNGRY, COME AND EAT: DON’T FORGET THE 
PEOPLE WHO ARE CLOSEST TO YOU:

In the first paragraph of the haggadah we read, "All who are hungry, come and eat. Anyone who

needs a place, come and join our seder." (Teacher should read the first paragraph to the class.)

This is a very generous offer that everyone hosting a Passover seder makes, that anyone who is in

need, can come and join their seder. Just think about how thoughtful it is for a family, about to start

their own seder, to stop and think of other people.

There is actually something about this invitation which, on second thought, doesn’t seem quite

right. The teacher is about to pose a question to the class, but first needs to paint a mental picture.

"Imagine that it’s next Saturday night and your seder is about to begin. Everyone is taking their place at

the table, the table is set with a seder plate, matzoh, wine and grape juice. The person leading the seder

gets everyone’s attention, lifts up a piece of matzoh, says ‘This is the bread of affliction our forefathers

ate in the land of Egypt,’ and then proceeds to announce that anyone who wants to come and join in

the seder is welcome." Then pose the question, "Is there something about that invitation that doesn’t

seem quite right? Is there something about it that might even sound insincere?"

THE LESSON:
The invitation to "all who are hungry" should have been made a week before the seder, not right there

when the seder is about to begin. Clearly, this invitation cannot be for new guests who aren’t already there.

Rather, early in the seder, we lift our eyes from the haggadah and address these words to those who are

already with us. Sometimes, in our concern for people in far-off lands, we overlook the needs of those who

are closest to us. When something terrible like a Tsunami affects thousands of people in distant countries,

we feel bad for those people, and we should. At the same time, we cannot forget that the people who are

closest to us, our own families and friends, may also be in need of our concern and compassion.

EXERCISE:
Students will make a list of their immediate family members and then write next to each name the

answer to the following question: "What is something special I can do for this person this week that I

know he or she would greatly appreciate?"

This same thing can be done with a list of cousins and friends.

If students know who will be at their seder, they can make a list of those people and do the

same thing. 8
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